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It’s not about representation, but usefulness. And not only about joy and energy, but also about values. Civil society is a transmission belt, that brings ideas from masses to elites and back – these are some of ideas that emerged during Thursday’s discussion on civil society and NGOs.

Second morning panel at CEE Trust Civil Society Forum started with the short movie, presenting what people think civil society is all about. Later three special guests tried to answer the same question. Organizers invited: Nilda Bullain – Executive Director of the European Center for Not-for-Profit Law (ECNL) in Budapest, Mike Edwards – a writer and consultant with experience in international development, and Codru Vrabie, who is working on the transparency of public administration and access to information (the discussion was tense and inspiring, below we present only some of its points).

“We can criticize NGOs for all sorts of reasons, but it would be naive and unnecessary to think that pure universal social energy will be enough to get us where we want to go”, said Mike Edwards, adding that he sees NGOs “simply as a support system”.
Nilda Bullain coined a concept of “citizen culture”, where “citizen” means more than just a voter or tax payer - it means taking responsibility for life. 

 “For me civil society is not a concept or a thing, but a process. It’s a transmission belt that brings ideas from masses to elites and from elites to masses – and it helps us all to grow. But what turns a person into a citizen?”, asked Codru Vrabie. And replied to himself immediately: “My personal answer is: frustration with bad decisions made by the government”.

Ioana Avadani, discussion leader, asked if NGO model in Central and Eastern Europe is imported from the West. Her question divided the audience. Some admitted that at least partially it is, others denied. “I certainly don’t feel imported, but rooted in genuine community”, said one activist from Czech Republic.
Nilda Bullain said that more important issue is a question of values we want to strengthen or get rid off.

“You can import a model – a bottle, but fill it with milk, wine, beer, honey or anything else”, said Vrabie. When he came back to his metaphor of transmission belt, Avadani noticed that during communist times it was used for trade unions. “They are, just like all the other civil society organizations, results of three fundamental freedoms”, replied Vrabie.

Later the discussion turned towards issues of NGOs and representation. Edwards pointed out that it’s a myth. “Whether NGOs are representative or not is an irrelevant question. What matters is if they are useful, handful”, said Edwards.
After the audience watched another movie presenting stories about civil society in different countries in Central and Eastern Europe, Nilda Bullain told about the group of NGO activists from Uzbekistan that visited Hungary. She was overwhelmed by their enthusiasm. “I had a déjà vu. What I saw in their eyes was exactly how I felt some 15 years ago when I went on similar tour to USA”, said Bullain.

Zuzana Fialová from Via Iuris, Center for Public Advocacy put an interesting remark about what differs civil society from other forms of activism. “Take a look at Slovak nationalists – they’re full of joy too”, said – with a hint of irony – Fialová, adding that what really matters is a question of values we’re working on.
The panel finished with a provocative and memorable presentation on internet and its dangers made by Darius Groza, a Romanian blogger.
